is ganeSa a vedic god ? 

By 

Y. Krishan 

Generally the orthodox Indian scholars and religious leaders 1 * main¬ 
tain, on the basis of certain mantras in the Rg Veda, Krsna Yajurveda and 
Taittiriya Ar any aka, that in the Vedas Ganesa was known as Brahmanas- 
pati. Though modern scholars generally hold that Ganesa is a non-Vedic 
god, a few accept, in somewhat qualified manner, that there is evidence of 
Vedic origins of Ganesa. 

Alice Getty 3 cites the mystic prayer in the Taittiriya Ar any aka X. 1.5 
addressed to Dantin as referring to the Elephant-faced god. Louis Renou 3 
finds in the Maitrayani Samhita of the Yajurveda evidence of the Vedic ori¬ 
gin of Ganesa. Father Heras 4 observed that the name Ganapati “ appears 
for the first time in the Rg Veda. Brahmanaspati is given the title of 
Ganapati, “ the lord of the Ganas ”, gananam tvd ganapatim havamahe y the 
latter forming the host of demi-gods, which later were supposed to be the 
attendants of Siva ”. Further he asserts that the reference to Dantin in the 
Taittiriya Aranyaka identifies Ganapati with the Vedic Dantin, a name which 


1 (i) Karpatri identifies Ganapati of* the Rg Veda with the elephant-faced god Ganesa 
“ Ganapati-tattva ” in Kalyana, Gorakhpur, 1948 (Ganesa Ahka), pp. 25-30. 
See also Jamna Dass Akhtar : Introduction to H. Heras, The Problem of 
Ganapati , Delhi, 1972, p. iv. 

(ii) Swami Gangesvarananda : “ Vedon me Ganapati ” ( Hindi) ( Ganapati in the 
Vedas ), Kalyana , Gorakhpur, 1948 ( Ganesa Ahka ), pp. 38-41. 

(iii) Neeraja Kanta Chaudhuri Deva Sharma ; “ Vedic Devata Jyesthara ja Ganesa ** 
in Hindi ; Kalyana, ibid. pp. 64-70. 

(iv) Baladeva Upadhyaya: “ Ganapati Rahasya ”, Kalyana, ibid., pp. 87-90; also 
Pur ana Vimarsa (Hindi) Varanasi, 1965, pp. 480-81. He asserts that the 
basic form of almost all the Pauranic devatas is to be found in the Vedas. 

(v) Gopinatha Kaviraja : “ Siddhidata Ganesa,” Kalyana , ibid., p. 47. 

( vi) Jagadguru Niranjan Deva: “ Sri Ganapati-pujana kl pracinata evam vaidikata,* 
Kalyana , ibid., pp. 18-19. 

(vii) Venirama Sharma: “ Sri Ganesa—Vedic Devata ”, Kalyana , ibid., pp. 353-355. 

(viii) Sivasankara Awasthi: “ Vedon Me Ganapati ”, Kalyana , ibid., pp. 123-127. 

a Alice Getty; Ganesa , New Delhi, 1971 ( 2nd ed. ), p. 1. She cites Przyluski’s opinion 

that Rudra, Siva and Ganesa were originally one and the same god. Ibid., p. 2. 

3 Renou : “.Note sur les origines vediques de Ganesa, ” Journal Asiatique , Paris, 1937 # 

cited in Paul B. Courtright: Ganesa , New York, 1985, p. 9. 

4 H. Heras ; The Problem of Ganapati , Delhi, 1972, pp. 27-28. 
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is also given to him in the historical period. Courtright 5 maintains that the 
Vedic and Brahmanic references to ganapati, dantin and vakratunda are slim 
evidence on which to establish the historical origins of the god. “ Neverthe¬ 
less they are vitally important to the later tradition of Gagesa worship because 
they link Ganesa with the Vedic corpus of literature and lend him the aura of 
its immeasurable authority ”. 

The Rg Veda (ItV) II. 23.1, and also Yajurveda : Krsna Yajurveda 
Taittiriya Samhitd ( TS ) 2. 3.14.3 and Kdthaka Samhitd ( KS ) 10.12.44, 
read: 

Gananam 6 tva ganapatim havamahe kavim kavinam upamasravasta• 
mam / Jyestharajam brahmana m brahmanaspata a nah srnvannuti- 
bhih si da sadanam. 

We invoke thee as the lord of hosts, the wise among the wise, Brhaspati the 
leader among the learned brahmanas. 

(a) In the Rg. Veda this mantra is addressed to Brahmanaspati. 

In the Kathakasamhita it is addressed to Agni and Vi§gu ( agnavai• 
snavam ). 

In the Taittiriya Samhitd this is a mantra to be recited in special 
sacrifices in honour of various gods such as Agni, Maruts, Varuna, Indra, 
Soma, Rudra etc. 

None of these mantras is addressed to the classical Ganesa, Ganapati 
or Vinayaka. 

(b) The Aitareya Brahmana 7 (AB) 4.4. 1 explains gananam tva gana¬ 
patim havamahe occurring in Rg II. 23.1 as addressed to Brahmanaspati who 
is identified with Brhaspati. 

The KauSitaki Brahmana VIII. 5.7.1-3 and the Sankhayana Brah- 
mapa 8. 5 also identify ganapati with Brahmanaspati who is wise ( abhirupa ) 
and who protects. 8 The Sahkhayana 9 Br. 9.6 describes ganapati as one who 
does not belong to the species of birds of prey and who is the repository of 
wisdom. 


* Paul B. Courtright; ibid., p. 9. 

6 A. B. Keith and A. A. Macdonell in Vedic Index of Names and Subjects, London, 
1912, ii, 343 take gana to mean troop. More importantly they identify gana with 
Vrata which in the Rg. and Atharvaveda means the host of living, troop. 

1 iti brahmanaspatyam brahma vat brhaspatirbrahmanaivainam tadbhisajyati . 

* iti brahmanspatya abhirupam abhistauti. 
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In the Satapatha Brahmana (SB) 13. 2. 8. 4 this ganapati is identified 
with horse that has the capacity to take the gods to heaven. 

(c) A variant of this mantra is found in the Suklayajurveda Vajasaneyl 
Samhita (Madhyandina 23. 19 and the Kanva Samhita 25.21-22) and 
Maitrayani Samhita 3. 12. 20. 

Gananam tva ganapatim havamahe 
Priyandm tva priyapatim havamahe 
Nidhiridm tva Nidhipatim havamahe vaso mama 
Ahamajani garbhadhama tvamajasi garbhadham 

We invoke or pray to you who is the protector of hosts (of beings). We 
invoke you who is the lord or protector of the dear ones, that is, who is most 
adorable and who is the protector or guardian of wealth or material means* 
You are my maintainer, you are the womb of the world ( the creator ). May 
I know the matrix ( of life ) (the Hiranyagarbha ). 

These mantras of this section of YV are recited in the performance of 
asvamedha sacrifice and addressed to Hiranyagarbha, Vayu, Prajapati etc. 

(d) The commentators, bhasyakaras, have explained the relevant 
expression gananam tva ganapatim ( Rg. II. 23.1). 

(i) VenkatamSdhava (11th century A. D.): 

devagananam patim, the lord of the hosts of gods. SSyana (14th 
century A.D. ) : gananam devadigananam sambandhinam ganapatim svaminam 
patim : the lord of the hosts of devas etc. and the related beings, the lord 
of lords. 

(ii) TS2. 3. 14.3 

SSyana ( 14th century A. D.) : 

gananam ganapatim krtsnadevaganasvaminam tvam havamahe : we in¬ 
voke thee who is the lord of hosts; the lord of the entire hosts of devas. 

Bhatta Bhaskara ( 14th century A.D.): tvam gananam sarvesam sam¬ 
bandhinam ganapatim gramadi-samghata-svaminam havamahe : you are the 
lord of all the related hosts, the lord of a group of villages etc., we invoke thee. 

The commentary on the variant verses is similar. 

VS 23.19 : gananam tva ganapatim havamahe, Uvata ( 11th century ); 
gananam tva stri gananam madhye tvam yugapat ganapatim havamahe, 



64 Annals BORl, LXXL f jm ) 

( We invoke thee who is the lord amongst the hosts including the hosts of 
females). 

Mahidhara ( 16th century) : Addressing horse ( aivam ) — kldr&am 
tvam ganarupena palakam (O Horse, of what kind you are or who 
are you? You are ganapati, the lord among the hosts ( ganas ), the protector 
of the entity of ganas i. e. the multitude of creation.) 

To sum up, none of the medieval commentators interprets the mantras 
as referring to the classical Ganesa or Ganapati. 

The meaning of the word gana in Vedic literature : 

In ftg IV. 50.6 the word gana stands for the hosts or band of 
Angirasas. 

JRg Veda X. 112. 9 is addressed to Indra : 

ni su si da ganapale ganesu 

tvam ahur-vipratamam kavinam 

na rte tvat kriyate kim canare 

maham arkam maghavan citram area? 

( O Indra ) the lord of hosts be seated among the hosts, you are the excellent 
or the best among the learned. Without you nothing is near ( within reach) 
nothing far off (beyond reach); (O Indra) who is the bountiful or muni¬ 
ficent great Sun or Lightening, who is excellent, most distinguished, brilliant 
or worshipful. Venkatamadhava comments: nisi da susthu ganapate, tesam 
madhye , O Lord of hosts sit aptly among thy hosts .. 

In this mantra Ganapati is identified with Indra. In TS 3.4. 5.1 the 
lordship of various Vedic gods is described : Agni, lord of creatures. Soma of 
Osadhi or herbs, Savita, the lord of births or creation, Rudra, the lord of 
animals, Visnu, of the mountains, Maruts, lord of the hosts ( maruto gana - 
nam adhipatayah ). In TS 4.1. 2. 2 ( Vaj. 11. 15 ) the Rudra is said to provide 
leadership ( rudrasya ganapatyam) of hosts. TS 4. 5.4.1 ( Vaj. 16. 25 ) pay 
homage to various forces including namo ganebhyo ganapatibhyaS ca vo namo 
hamo - homage to the hosts and to You, lords of hosts. 

Sayana and Mahidhara interpret ganapatibhyah as devanucara, the 
followers of gods, bhiitaviSesa . Mahidhara explains the word ganapati ^as the 


® Syeno na yqnith sadanam dhiya krtam gananWm tva ganapafim . 
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protector or guardian (palaka) of ganas, nanajatiyanam vrata , hosts of 
various species. Uvata in his commentary on Madhyandina Samhita 16. 25 
interprets gananam as ganasamuhah - a gathering of ganas . 

The Brhad-Devata ( BrD) of $aunaka uses the word gana in rela¬ 
tion to — 

( a ) group (gana) of deities on this earth, those belonging to Agni ( BrD 
i. 119-120). 

(d) group (gana) of deities of the middle sphere belonging to Indra- 
(ganas ca apsarasam , DrB i, 121, 127). 

( c) group ( gana ) of deities of the heavenly sphere belonging to Surya 
( BrD ii, 7 ). 

BrD i. 47 says that the name of the hosts of Martus is Rudras ( 
Marutam tu ganasyaitan nama rudra. 

Ganesa or elephant-headed god in Maitrayani Samhita of Yajur-Veda : 

There is one mantra in the Maitrayani Samhita 2. 9.1. 3-13 which 
clearly refers to the classical Ganesa. This mantra has 11 gayatris addressed 
to various deities. The fourth gayatri is : 

tat karataya vidmahe hastimukhaya dhimahi 
tanno Danti pracodyat. 

Karata is the name of Ganesa Hastimukha, elephant-faced, which 
again points to the classical Ganesa, elephant-headed god. Danti refers 
to the elephant having tusks and thus again is indicative of Ganesa. 

While there cannot be any doubt that this hymn of the MS does refer 
to Ganesa, there is overwhelming, nay conclusive, evidence to prove that it 
was an interpolation. 

( a ) This mantra is to be found only in the MS and in none of the other 
recensions of the Krsna Yajurveda viz. the Taittiriya Samhita , the Kathaka 
Samhita and the Kapisthala Samhita . It is also not to be found in the Sukla 
Yajurveda recensions ( Kanva and Madhyandina ). 

( b ) The apocryphal character of this mantra is established by comparison 
with similar mantras in the Taittiriya Aranyaka which is in two recensions 
Anandasrama ( TA Anandasrama) and Andhra ( TA Andhra ). 

(i) The MS contains 11 gayatris whereas there are only 5 gayatris in TA 
Anandasrama and 6 gayatris in Andhra recensions. 

9 l Annals BORIJ 
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(ii) Some gayatris are common between MS and TA AnandSsrama and 
TA Andhra. But some are exclusive to each of these texts '.gayatris to 
Gauri, Candra, Vahni, DhySna and Systi - Vainateya are exclusive to MS, 
PurgS and Garuda to TA AnandSsrama, and Nandi, Narasimha and Agni to 
TA Andhra. 

(iii) Though some of the gayatri s are common yet the names of the gods 
are variant i 

The gods addressed in the various gayatris are tabulated below. In 
Other words there was no standardised list of Vedic gayatris both in their 
numbers and the gods to whom they are addressed and in the the names of 
the gods invoked. 

It is significant that the gayatri addressed to elephant-headed god is 
named Dantl gayatri in the MS and as Ganeia gayatri in TA ( Anandasrama 
recension ). 

(iv ) The names of the gods to whom the gayatris are addressed : GirisutS 
( Gauri), Kumara, Karttikeya, Skanda, Caturmukha, Padmasana, (Brahma 
of the Vedas), Kesava, NarSyana ( Vedic Visnu), Bh5nu, Bhaskara, Durg5, 
Nandi, Narasimha are patently post-Vedic gods. 10 This is indicative of the 
interpolative character of these mantras. 

It is also noteworthy that while Sayana’s commentary is available 
on the Anandasrama recension of the TA, there is no commentary of Sayana 
on the Andhra recension of that text. It would appear that the Andhra 
recension of TA came into existence after Sayana. 

Relationship between Ganesa, Agni and Rudra: 

A scholar 11 has sought to establish indirectly that Ganesa is a Vaidic 
god by positing that Ganesa ( Ganapati) is an epithet of Rudra which, accor¬ 
ding to him, is a form of Agni. He cites Yajurveda 11. 15 rudrasaya gana- 
patyam : Rudra is ganapati and Satapatha Brahmana (SB) 6.1. 3.18 which 


10 V, V. Mirashi: Literary and Historical Studies in Indology. New Delhi, 1975, 
pp. 57-59, has adduced considerable evidence to prove that the section of the Mai• 
trayant Samhita in which the gayatri mantra about Gajanana occurs is interpo¬ 
lated. He points out that most of the thirteen gayatris included in it are about later 
PaurSnic deities not mentioned in the Vedic texts; the gods invoked are not Vedic; 
the cognate Kathaka and Kapisthala samhitas do not contain these gayatri 
mantras ; the word-forms and accents in them show several irregularities. 

11 Hans Raj : Physical and Scientific Interpretation of Aryan Mythology, Ft. I. 
Ganesa (Ganapati). Kumara-Skanda-Karttikeya, Two Asvins and Yamq 
(New Delhi, 1957 ). 



S. No. 

Name of the Text 

Name of the Gayatri 

Na mes of gods invoked 



1. 

MS 

Rudra 

Tatpurusa 

Mahadeva 

Rudra 


TA Anandasrama 

Rudra 

Tatpurusa 

Mahadeva 

Rudra 


TA Andhra 

— 

— 

— 

— 

2. 

MS 

Gauri 

Gangaucya 

Girisuta 

Gauri 


TA AnandSsrama 

— 

— 

— 

— 


TA Andhra 

— 

— 

— 

— 

3. 

MS 

Skanda 

Kumara 

Karttikeya 

Skanda 


TA Anandasrama 

-— 

— 

— 

— 


TA Andhra 

Karttikeya 

Tatpurusa 

Mahasena 

Sanmukha 

4. 

MS 

Danti 

Karat a 

Hastimukha 

Danti 


TA Anandasrama 

Ganesa 

Tatpurusa 

Yakratunda 

Danti 


TA Andhra 

— 

— 

— 

— 

5. 

MS 

Brahma 

Caturmukha 

Hiranyagarbha 

Brahma 


TA Anandasrama 

— 

— 

— 

— 


TA Andhra 

Brahma 

Vedatma 

Hiranyagarbha 

Brahma 

6. 

MS 

Visnu 

Kesava 

Narayana 

Visnu 


TA Anandasrama 

Narayana 

Narayana 

Vasudeva 

Visnu 


TA Andhra 

— 

— 

— 

— 

7. 

MS 

Bhanu 

Bhaskara 

Prabhakara 

Bhanu 


TA Anandasrama 

— 

— 

— 

— 


TA Andhra 

Bhaskara 

Bhaskara 

Mahadhyuti 

Aditya 

8. 

MS 

Candra 

SomarSja 

Maharaja 

Candra 


TA Anandasrama 

— 

— 

— 

— 


TA Andhra 

— 

— 

— 

— 
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S. No* Name of the Text Name of the Gayatri 

9. MS Vahni 

TA Anandasrama — 

TA Andhra — 

10. MS Dhyana 

TA Anandasrama — 

TA Andhra — 

11. MS Srsti Vainateya 

TA Anandasrama — 

TA Andhra — 

12. MS — 

TA Anandasrama Garuda 

TA Andhra — 

13. MS — 

TA Anandasrama Durga or KatyayanI 

TA Andhra — 

14. MS — 

TA Anandasrama — 

TA Andhra Nandi 

15. MS — 

TA Anandasrama — 

TA Andhra Narasimha 

16. MS — 

TA Anandasrama — 


TA Andhra Agni 


Names of gods invoked 
Tajjvalana 

Vaisvanara 

Vahni 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

Tyajapa 

Mahajapa 

Dhyana 

Paramatma 

Vainateya 

Srsti 

Tatpurusa 

Suvarnapaksi 

Garuda 

KatyayanI 

Kanyakumarl 

Durga 

Tatpurusa 

Cakratunda 

Nandi 

Vajranakha 

TIksnadamstra 

Narasimha 

Vaisvanara 

Laiila 

Agni 
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enumerates rudra as one of the eight forms of Agni ( agnirupani ). But this 
proposition cannot be sustained if we examine the Vedic character of Agni 
and Rudra. 

In Vedic literature, Agni means (i) fire, (ii) the god of fire, and (iii) 
sacrificial fire ( agnihotra ) of three kinds. 

As a god of fire, he is quite distinct and different from the Vedic Rudra 
and is an associate of Indra. In later mythology, ram becomes the vahana 
of Agni, the god. 

In Vedic literature the word rudra is used as an adjective (howling, 
roaming, crying, dreadful, terrific, frightful, formidable etc. ) and as a noun, 
the name of Vedic god, the storm god, or god of tempests, the chief of 
Maruts ( pitr marutam RV 1. 114. 6,9) who are associated with lightning. 

In post-Vedic literature, he is the father and ruler of 11 rudras said to 
be inferior manifestations of Siva or Rudra. 

As pointed out by Macdonell, 12 it is only in Brahmanas that Rudra is 
identified with agni . Perhaps with the growth in the importance of the fire 
cult in the Brahmanas, agni , as sacrificial fire, as distinct from god of fire, 
came to be described as rudra. Rudra is one of the forms of agni ( agni - 
riipam) SB 6. 1. 3. 18 and not agnideva-rupa form of god Agni. 

It should further be noted that in post-Vedic mythology it is Skanda, 
and not Ganesa, 13 who is considered as son of Agni as is evident from the 
names 14 of the former: Agnikumara, Agnigarbha, Agnija, Agnijanman, 
Agnijata, Agninandana. It would thus be erroneous to identify Ganesa 
( Ganapati ) as Agni and thereby invest it with Vedic antiquity. 

Atharva Veda and Ganesa : 

The Atharvaveda 19. 9. 6-11 are the mantras , seeking appeasement of 
various evil and good causing deities, and they are addressed to Mitra, Visnu, 
Prajapati, Indra, Bjrhaspati, Aryaman, Varuna, Vivasvant, Utpatas, ulkas 
^ meteors ), Rahu, Dhumaketu, Rudras, Vasus, Adityas, etc. But Ganesa or 
Ga?apati or Vinayaka is not mentioned. 


12 Macdonell; Sanskrit English Dictionary : Rudra in Sts ( stems ) in Br. ( Brahma - 
nas ) (is ) regarded as a form of Agni. 

Hans Raj : ibid., p. 1. He ( Ganesa ) is considered as a son of Rudra like Kumara 
( Skanda, Karttikeya). 

14 A. M. Ghatage : An Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Sanskrit on Historical Prin* 
ciples ; Vol. I, Poona, 1976-78. The birth of Skanda from Agni and Svaha is descri¬ 
bed in Aranyaparva of Mbh 3. 215. 
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Ganesa and Vedic Ritualistic practices : 

It is significant that Ganesa, Vinayaka or Ganapati find no mention in 
the Vedic ritualistic practices of Vaisvadeva 15 or Vihe devah sacrifices consist¬ 
ing of offerings in devayajna (sacrifice to gods), bhutayajna (sacrifice to 
various spirits or beings) involving bali-harana (offerings but not in fire) 
and pitryajna ( sacrifice to manes). 

Vedic 16 santi inter alia is a rite of appeasement. It is a rite 17 that 
appeases the evil aspects of a deity and makes that deity beneficient, for 
example, averting the fierce and evil aspect of Agni, Soma, Rudra etc. As 
Yaska ( Nirukta IV. 21) explains it: Samanam ca roganam yavanam ca bha~ 
yanam allaying diseases and warding off dangers. In other words, the santi 
rites are performed specifically to avert evil by appeasing the wrath of gods. 

In the Vedic santi rites Ganesa, Vinayaka or Ganapati does not occur. 
The santi rites are addressed to Vedic gods, 18 and deities s Indra, Brahma, 
Rudra, Vasus, Adityas, Soma, Brhaspati, Varuna, Visnu, Rahu, Ketu. 

The absence of Ganesa or Ganapati from Vedic ritualistic practices 
and santi rites provides additional evidence that Ganesa was not a Vedic 
deity and that * Ganesa 5 gayatris in the Maitrayani Samhita of the Yajur - 
veda are an interpolation. 


is The deities in whose honour Vaisvadeva offerings are made in fire ( yajna ) as well 
as balls , offerings, without fire are; Agni, Soma, Dhanvantari, Prajapati, Svistakrt 
(Agni) Brahman, Kasyapa, Anumati, Parjanya, Dhatrl, Vidhatrl, Vayu, Surya, 
Indra, Visnu, Bharadvaja, Aditi, Varuna, Brhaspati, Naksatras, Pusan, Maruts, SrT, 
Bhadrakali, Dhanapati, Yama, Vanaspati, Manyu, Kama, Rudra, Kuhu, Dyavg- 
prthivl, Samkarsana, Aniruddha, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, Vastospati. 

(a) Grhyasutra : Manava-grhyasutra II. 9 ; Sankhayana-grhyastltra II. 14. 1-4; 
Paraskara-grhyasutra II—9, Asvalayana-grhyastttra 1.2.11-3; Gobhila - 
grhyaslltra I. 4. 1-15 ; Khadira-grhyasutra I. 5. 22-35. 

(b) Apastamba Dharmasutra II. 16; Gautama DharmasUtra 5. 10-18 ; Manu 
Smrti III. 84-86; Visnu Dhartna Smrti 67. 1-3 ; Kathaka-grhyasUtra 54 I 
Bharadvaja-grhyasutra III. 12. See also Kane ; History of DharmasUstra 
(Poona, 1974), Vol. II, Pt. II, pp. 741-748 and the diagram on page 747. 

16 Kane : History of Dharmasastra ( Poona, 1971 ), Vol. V, Pt. II, p. 728, has explat- 
ined that santi is used in the early Vedic texts in several senses, viz. (i ) the state of 
being freed from evil, (ii) means of appeasing or removing evil aspects such as water 
or a Vedic hymn and (iii) a rite of appeasement. 

17 Kane ; ibid., p. 725. 

18 Atharvaveda ( AV ) 19. 9. 6-11 ; Taittiriya Samhita ( TS ) III. 4. 10. 3 ; VI. 1. 7. 
7-8; Aitareya Brahmana 3. 2; 13.10; 32. 4; 37.2; tiahkhayatia Brahmana 3. 3; 
Taittiriya Brahmana I. 1. 8. 2. 

See Kane ; ibid., Vol. V, Pt. II, pp. 719-728, who has cited the various Vedic texts. 



